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Arab women make up half our community. They are sometimes
better than men. Today, they are rising to greater heights
in our society and are able to achieve goals within our
communities. They will only grow.

H.E. Sheikh Mohammad Bin Rashid Al Maktoum
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High-potential women advance more slowly than their male peers,
in terms of both career progression and pay, even though they
employ career management strategies similar to men’s. Organizations
that neglect this critical talent-management issue risk lagging
their competitors in attracting, developing, and retaining the best
candidates to serve as the next generation of leaders.

Catalyst, leading nonprofit organization with a
mission to accelerate progress for women through
workplace inclusion

The economic benefits of increasing gender diversity in the workplace
make a strong case for encouraging female participation. The GCC has
seen significant progress in recent decades – female participation in
the workforce has increased by 33% percent since 1993, and the GCC
has been one of the regions that has achieved higher progress over
the past two decades.

A. T. Kearney, Power Women in Arabia: Shaping the
Path for Regional Gender Equality
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Knowledge Group conducted a survey on GCC Women in the Workforce: Status,
Challenges & Aspirations Survey from October – December 2016. The survey and
questions were developed by the Training & Development Department and Research
Department at Knowledge Group. The purpose of the survey was to gather the opinions
of women in the region about their opportunities in the workforce. More specifically, on
their opportunities to enter leadership positions.
The GCC Women in the Workforce survey is based on a random sampling of women
in all 6 GCC countries: United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia, Oman, Qatar, Bahrain and
Kuwait. The sample included employed, unemployed, and self-employed or freelancing
women, as the opinions of all women, regardless of employment status, are important
in understanding the successes, challenges and aspirations that women face in the GCC
workforce.
All respondents were asked to participate by answering the self-administered online
questionnaire, which consisted of a maximum of 36 questions. The number of questions
prompted depended on the sequence of responses given by the individual. Out of the
approximately 1,500 unique clicks on the survey:
• 1,337 women completed it until the end
• 74.3% were working full time or part-time
• 8.9% were self-employed or freelancers
• 16.8% were unemployed
The overall response rate is very high, when compared with other surveys we were able to
find in the region (the second highest number of responses was 888). The high response
rate tells us that this topic is of high relevance to the region, and therefore important to
explore further. This report is broken down into the following sections:
• Why we did this research
• Research Results
• Conclusions & Recommendations
Our purpose in conducting and publishing this research is twofold. First, to gain an
understanding and to raise awareness of the status of women in leadership in the GCC.
Second, to make recommendations and work in partnership with organizations to address
the challenges that GCC women are facing in entering leadership positions.
We hope that this report provides you with a comprehensive view of the status of
Women in Leadership in the GCC in 2016/2017. Should you wish to be a part of this
important discussion, or would like additional information, please reach out to us at info@
knowledgegroup.co
GCC Women in Leadership
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Why We Did This Research
Prior to creating the survey, Knowledge Group conducted secondary research into the topic of
Women in Leadership to find out what the current status of women in leadership positions is;
both around the world and in the GCC.
Through this research, we found that worldwide, women continue to be underrepresented in
leadership positions:
“High-potential women advance more slowly than their male peers, in terms of both
career progression and pay, even though they employ career management strategies
similar to men’s…”
Catalyst
(an organization with a mission to accelerate progress for women through workplace inclusion)

We then took a closer look at the state of women in the workforce in the GCC and, through
research done by A.T. Kearney, we found that the share of women business leaders in the GCC
is much lower than in other regions. In addition, even though more women than men graduate
from university, women make up a lower percentage of the GCC workforce.
Based on this research, and through informal discussions with female leaders, we believed that
these two statements are true, and required further investigation.
Through further research, we discovered the McKinsey “Women Matters” series, which for the
last ten years has researched companies and managers on the topic of women in leadership.
McKinsey’s research discovered that organizations that have mixed-gender leadership teams
result in:
•
•
•
•
•
•

A mix of leadership strengths
Diversity of perspectives and ideas
Improvements in leadership team dynamics
Score higher on all nine dimensions of organizational effectiveness
Lead to higher corporate performance
Organizations that are good at retaining talented women are also good at retaining
talented men

Given that women are, in general, underrepresented in leadership positions, that this is true
for the GCC as a whole, and that there are organizational benefits to mixed-gender leadership
teams, we wanted to find out GCC women’s opinions about their ability to enter leadership
positions and what we can do to support. These are the two fundamental reasons for
conducting this research and for sharing it broadly.
GCC Women in Leadership
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Women in the Workforce Survey
The Women in the Workforce survey was conducted primarily among
working women, aged 18 years and above and living in GCC countries.
We avoided using the word “Leadership” to avoid deterring women who
are not yet or not currently in leadership positions from responding,
because their responses are just as important as they have the
potential to be the next generation of leaders.
The questions measured behaviors and factors related to helping
us understand the challenges, if any, that women are facing in
entering leadership positions in the GCC.
The survey asked questions in 6 buckets:
• Motivation for career progression
• Sources of support to pursue a career
• Career breaks
• Learning & Development Opportunities
• Barriers & Challenges in the Career Path
• Reasons for Leaving an Organization
The survey was distributed via two main methods:
Snowballing and Social Media. Through snowballing, KG
employees shared the survey link with our colleagues,
family and friends – both male and female, who then
shared with their networks. We also relied heavily on
social media, specifically LinkedIn and Twitter, where
we posted a link to the survey which was then
shared by our colleagues, family and friends.
In addition, we sent private messages to
contacts encouraging them to both complete
the survey and to share with their networks.
Last and important to note, to ensure high
quality data, completion of the survey was
voluntary and we did not use third party
research companies.

GCC Women in Leadership
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Results & Demographics:
The GCC Women in the Workforce research was conducted from October 12-December 27,
2016 using an online questionnaire and addressing women in all 6 GCC countries.
We received responses from a total of 1,337 women in all 6 GCC countries. This was a very
high response rate and, in fact, was higher than we expected. This shows the high relevance
of the topic in the region. Other surveys that we were able to find have interviewed from
approximately 500 up to 888 women, so this is the largest response rate to a GCC women in
leadership survey that we were able to find. The highest response rate was from the United
Arab Emirates, followed by Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Oman, Qatar and Kuwait, as seen below.

8.2%

Kuwait

10.1%

1337 women in
all 6 GCC countries

33.7%

Qatar

12.4%

Oman

responded

UAE

Country of
Residence

12.9%

Bahrain

22.7%

Saudi Arabia

Demographics at a Glance:
The demographics presented below are results as per the GCC as a whole, in percentages.

55% of respondents are aged 25-34 and 21.5% aged 35-44.
We had a good response rate from both
women

married and unmarried women, and

with and without children.

1,337 women who responded, 47% of respondents are GCC nationals,
followed next by Arab expats at 29%, Asian expats at 9.5%, other expats at 7.5%
and Western expats at 6% .

Of the
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4.7%

4.3%

Others

7.2%

No Answer

Divorced/Widowed

Marital Status

42.1%
Single

39%

56.8%

No Children

Children

Children

46.0%

Married

7.5%

12.7%

Others

6.0%

Below 24

Western Expats

4%

No Answer

9.5%

Asian Expats

6.8%

Nationality

47.6%

45+

GCC
Nationals

Age Group

55%

25-34

21.5%
35-44

29.4%

Arab Expats

We mainly targeted working women, and

71.3% of the respondents are working full time.

95%

of respondents have a bachelors, masters or Ph.D. degree. This
Looking at level of education,
is in line with the A.T. Kearney results that women in the GCC are highly educated and that a significant
majority have completed a tertiary education.

75.6% are employed at the mid or senior level, and only 10.6% are working in leadership
in C-level positions.

Looking at the years of employment, we see that the highest response rates were from mid and
senior level working women. The highest response rates in terms of years of employment fell between

3-10 years of experience.
GCC Women in Leadership
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3.8%

16.8%

Unemployed

5.8%

PHD

3.7%

No Answer

Secondary Education

4.2%

Freelancer

4.7%

Employment
Status

Own Business/
Self employed

3%

Part-time

71.3%

Education

29.3%

Full Time

Master’s
Degree

10.6%

5.7%

Leadership/C-Level

5.5%

30.2%

6-10 Years

10.1%

1-2 Years

Entry Level

Employment
Level

Bachelor’s
Degree

More than 20 Years

Less than 1 Year

13.8%

57.4%

Years of
Employment

44.1%

Middle Level

22.9%

11-20 Years

31.5%

Senior Level

25.6%

3-5 Years

Half of the respondents changed their employer between 2-5 times over their career.
Most have been with their current employer for

68.7%

3-5 years.

private sector

of respondents work in the
, whether multinational or
national, with the top two industries represented being education and business services.

3.3%

1.2%

4.8% 0.9%

More than 10 Times

6-10 Times

11-20 Years

33.5%

2-3 Times

16.9%

4-5 Times

Times Changed
Employer
20.3%

More than 20 years

15.7%

30.2%

6-10 Years

22.8%

Less than 1 year

3-5 Years

Years with Current
Employer

1 Time

24.7%

Never

14

GCC Women in Leadership

25.6%

1-2 Years

Sector
Private Sector- Multinational Co.

42.8%

Private Sector- National Co.

25.9%

Public /Government

17.9%

Semi Government

12.2%
1.2%

Others

Industry
Education

19.6

Business Services

16

Finance & Insurance

9.5

Health Services

9.2

IT & Telecommunication

6.6

Wholesale, Retail & Trade

6.4

Government

6.0

Power & Utilities

5.2

Transportation & Logistics

4.6

Entert., Tourism & Hospitality

4.1

Manufacturing

3.5

Construction

3.1

Conglomerate of Companies

1.2

Others

4.7

GCC Women in Leadership
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Survey Results

General Career Questions & Women in Leadership Questions

General Results
We asked a series of questions to gain an understanding of women’s overall feelings toward
work, and the questions centered around both work and life, so the results have been separated
and analyzed as such.

Life related:
With respect to life

90.1% agreed that family’s support for career is important
93.1% believe that their families are a great support for their career progression.
74.7% do not wish to sacrifice other aspects of life such as family for career
94.7% believe that women can combine work and family responsibilities
Work related:
Now, as we move into the work section, although there is a belief that women can
combine work and family:

62.8% believe that being a woman comes with challenges in terms of career progression
50.0% of respondents have changed jobs 2-5 times over their career

63.4% of women said that lack of career growth opportunities is the number one reason
that they would leave a job. Salary came second.

74.6% say that personal growth/ learning & development are the number one motivational
factor for career progression

To summarize, these responses tell us that women in the GCC have their family’s support in their
career progression, and are willing and ambitious. In addition, women want personal growth,
learning & development, but 62.8% believe that being a woman comes with challenges
in terms of career progression, and 50% of women are changing jobs frequently, with the
number one reason being a lack of career growth.
We know that the women who responded are willing and ambitious because 63.4% of women
responded that a lack of career growth opportunities is the number one reason that they would
leave a job, and 74.6% said that personal growth/learning & development is the number one
motivational factor for career progression.
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We asked GCC women:
After these general career questions, we then asked respondents three questions about their
thoughts on women in leadership specifically.
1. Do women face barriers in entering leadership positions?
2. If so, what are these barriers?
3. What would help to face fewer barriers?

Question 1:
Do women face barriers in entering leadership positions?
In response to the question, “Do you believe that women face barriers to entering leadership
positions?”, 66.1% out of 993 working women in the GCC believe that women face barriers to
entering leadership positions. 20.1% said no, and 13.8% are not sure.
When broken down by country of residence, you will see the following order of highest to lowest
responses with Yes:

13.8%

NOT SURE

20.1%

66.1%

NO

YES

KSA

Kuwait

Bahrain

UAE

Qatar

Oman

Yes 74.5%

Yes 67.7%

Yes 65.8%

Yes 65.2%

Yes 65.2%

Yes 55.2%

No 13.9%

No 17.2%

No 22.8%

No 20.4%

No 20.4%

No 28.4%

Not 11.5%
Sure

Not 15.1%
Sure

Not 11.4%
Sure

Not 14.4%
Sure

Not 14.4%
Sure

Not 16.4%
Sure

With the exception of Saudi Arabia and Oman as outliers, most of the GCC countries responded
within 4.7 percentage points of each other.

GCC Women in Leadership
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Question 2:
If so, what are these barriers?
In response to the question “What are these barriers?” the top 5 answers are:

53.5% Lack of support from the organization
47.4% Not willing to sacrifice other aspects, e.g. family, children etc.
40.1% Spouse’s career has priority
38.6% Lack of suitable development programs within the organization
35.8% Difficulty to move to different location/too long commute to work
Taking a look at these responses, we see that most of these are barriers that the organization
can address.

Question 3:
What would help to face fewer barriers?
The top 5 in response to “What would help to face fewer barriers?” are:

62.7% A shift in mindset around the role of women in the workplace
55.9% Organizational support
53.2% Added flexibility to accommodate personal needs
53.0% Increase the number of development programs specifically targeted towards women
44.4% The support of HR/L&D within the organization
Again, if you consider these responses, you will see that there are things that the organization
can do to support women in entering and succeeding in leadership positions.
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After these questions related to barriers, we then asked about learning & development opportunities.
Being an organization that has a mandate to help develop the GCC’s knowledge economy, the
answers to this question are important to us.

“Thinking about the future, which learning and
development opportunities do you think would benefit
women in entering leadership positions?”
We asked:

The top 3 responses were:

64.0%
Training

60.4%
Coaching

58.5%
Mentoring

GCC Women in Leadership
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As a whole, although the results tell us that over 2/3 of women in the GCC
believe that women face barriers, the results were not surprising. Given that the
results also tell us that the women who responded to the survey are motivated,
ambitious and want career development, we can see that this is a topic that is
important to address.
Our analysis of the responses to these questions then helped us to form our
conclusions and our recommendations.

Conclusions:

1.

Most women who responded to our survey are ambitious and desire
career progression.
We know this because the survey results told us that women are changing
jobs frequently, the number one reason for leaving a job is lack of career
growth, and the number one motivating factor for career progression is
personal growth and learning & development.

2.

66.1% of respondents in the GCC believe that women face barriers to
entering leadership positions.

3. Given that organizations can address most of these barriers, organizational
support can replace barriers with opportunities.

If you recall when we reviewed the barriers, most of them can be
addressed by the organization:
•
•
•
•

Organizational support
A shift in the mindset towards women at work
Flexibility/not wanting to sacrifice other parts of life for career
Increasing the number of L&D programs targeted specifically
towards women
• Support from HR/Learning & Development teams

GCC Women in Leadership
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Recommendations:
Our analysis and conclusions helped us to then form our recommendations
on what the organization can do to support women in entering and
succeeding in leadership positions.

1. Top Management Support
Like all important organizational initiatives, top management
commitment is extremely important. Having top management support
will increase the chance that any initiative that is implemented will
be successful, and that this support will also cascade through the
organization.

2. Organizations should support women who desire
leadership positions through:
Implementing Workplace Flexibility Programs; This will address
two barriers. First, the fact that women who responded to our survey
are not willing to sacrifice other aspects of their life for career, and is
also something that respondents specifically asked for when asked
“What would help to face fewer barriers”. Second, providing flexibility
in the form of telecommuting for example, would address the issue of
lack of career opportunity near home.
Offering Structured Leadership Programs; To help develop women
who desire leadership positions. As we saw, these were interventions
specifically selected by the respondents: Leadership Training Programs,
Coaching Programs, Mentoring Programs.

3. Implement Organization-Wide Awareness
Implementing organization-wide awareness will help to break down
barriers, reduce biases and gain support from both genders in the
importance of supporting women in entering leadership positions.
Having both male and female support is important in shifting the
mindset around women at work, which if you remember, was selected
as the number one change that could help women to face less barriers
when entering leadership positions.
GCC Women in Leadership
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How Will This Benefit
Organizations In The GCC?
Of course, in order to show organizations the value of
taking our recommendations, we must also show them the
business case for doing so.
Our secondary research shows that supporting women
in their development, and thereby in entering leadership
positions has the following benefits:
• Increase the labor pool in the GCC
• Increase diversity of thought in organizations
• Lead to better organizational effectiveness and
corporate performance
• Better retention of top talent – because
organizations that are successful at retaining talented
women are also successful at retaining talented men.
Knowledge Group believes that supporting women in
entering leadership positions isn’t just the right thing to do,
it also makes good business sense for organizations.
Contact us at info@knowledgegroup.co if you are
interested in being a part of this important discussion.
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لمحة عن مجموعة المعارف
Knowledge Group at a glance
إحصاءات
Key statistics

600+
العمالء في المنطقة
Regional clients
400+
الشركاء العالميون والخبراء
Global associates & experts
250+
والمدربون
الموظفون
ّ
Staff & faculty
95%
رضا العمالء
Client satisfaction
95%
االحتفاظ بالعمالء
Client retention

ً بلدا19 تعمل في أكثر من
Operate in 19+ countries

19+
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 شريك ًا عالمي ًا25 أكثر من
25+ International partners

25+

الشركاء العالميون
International partners
البلدان التي تعمل فيها
Countries of operation

 شخص130,000 إنجاز تقييم ما يزيد على
Completed assessments for over
130,000 individuals

130+
THOUSAND

 ماليين ساعة تدريب٥ أكثر من
More than 5 million training
hours conducted

5+

MILLION

 شخص150,000 تدريب ما يزيد على
Trained over 150,000 people

150+
THOUSAND

GCC Women in Leadership
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Our Services
TKG has a comprehensive service offering,
designed and delivered by industry-leading
regional specialists.

Extensive Experience Across MENA Region
Innovative Solutions to Unique Challenges
Complete Service Offering

•
•
•
•

Talent Management
Executive Search
Strategy Consulting
Education Consulting

GCC Women in Leadership
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Toll Free 800 2212

أبو ظبي
Abu Dhabi

دبـــي
Dubai

مجموعة المعارف
٥٩٩١١ ص ب
 دولة اإلمارات العربية المتحدة،أبو ظبي
Knowledge Group
P.O. Box 59911
Abu Dhabi, UAE

مجموعة المعارف
126933 ص ب
 دولة اإلمارات العربية المتحدة،دبي
Knowledge Group
P. O. Box 126933
Dubai, UAE

T +971 (0)2 501 5454
F +971 (0)2 586 6782

T + 971 (0)4 386 7777
F + 971 (0)4 386 7778

info@knowledgegroup.co

www.knowledgegroup.co

